This edition of the Journal of Social Inclusion highlights the efforts of Australian researchers who have examined social inclusion/exclusion issues as they relate to people with disabilities (and their families), younger people, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, second generation Samoan Australians and asylum seekers and refugees. The resulting contributions to the analysis of existing literature and/or provision of new insights and ways of practising should inform decision-making, further research, and continuing service improvement activities. Although, Australia is considered a more inclusive society in the global context, this issue demonstrates some of the domestic challenges that still need to be addressed if we are to achieve real social change and reduce inequalities.
We begin this issue with the results of a systematic review undertaken to identify how social inclusion for people with disabilities has been conceptualised or represented in policy and practice related research in Australia. In acknowledging some of the biases or gaps in the literature, the resulting themes, as identified by Gooding, Anderson and McVilly, in many ways suggest we are working from a low base and much more is required to achieve the intent of the National Disability Strategy 2010 -2020 (Australian Government, 2010 . Despite a greater focus on 'community engagement', it is disappointing that the social inclusion of people with disabilities in Australia, as indicated in the published research, is evidenced by deinstitutionalisation, changes in the nature of paid support, and the conceptualisation of meaningful roles as employees or consumers. Indeed, these gains are important but none of these roles are necessarily end-user defined, and arguably reflects how society wants people with disabilities to be included. It is therefore hoped that the greater focus on choice and control as part of the continuing roll out of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) in Australia will enable more active conceptualisations to be reflected in the literature.
The article by Sprod and Norwood reviews the evidence on the effectiveness of assistance dogs in improving outcomes for children with Autism Spectrum Disorders and their families. The article is considered timely, given some previous concerns identified regarding the lack of evidence to support funding of assistance dogs for people with disabilities in Australia, and current efforts to ensure the value of assistance dogs is recognised by the National Disability Insurance Agency and funded accordingly (for example, Change.org, 2017). Despite observing variability in the nature and quality of the available studies and acknowledging the limitations of the review, Sprod and Norwood conclude that assistance dog programs have been associated with a range of improvements in outcomes including lower stress, greater sense of safety and confidence to engage publicly for families, and observed improvements in communication and social and motor skills for children. The paper therefore provides an important contribution to the evidence base and may further inform funding/decision-making processes in the Australian context.
Rowe and Wright present a useful insight into identified deficiencies in the provision of sexuality education to young people with intellectual disabilities, based on the results of their literature review. As noted by the authors, these deficiencies exist despite ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2008) and much advocacy regarding the rights of people with intellectual disabilities to have access to this education and support. The review notes the need to improve access to and engagement in sexuality education that is appropriate to individual needs, and moreover, that respects and upholds their human rights. The identification of the need to change overly conservative curricula which increase social exclusion risks, and reorient delivery methods, for instance, by incorporating more visual aids, is particularly instructive. Although it is acknowledged that school-based education is the primary setting for the delivery of sexuality education, the findings have implications for the broader health and community-service sectors given the need to better recognise the rights of adolescents with intellectual disabilities, and respond to their unique needs in relation to sexuality and sexual health.
The results of a small Australian study (n=11) exploring the experiences of younger, second generation Samoans in Australia are reported in the paper by Stanley and Kearney. The qualitative study sought to explore the issues associated with how second generation Samoans experience life in Australia in response to identified under-representation in educational and employment outcomes. The results of the content analysis of interview data revealed protective factors exist in relation to cultural identity and social connectedness, however, other interactions with churches, parents and friends were found to constrain opportunities, in particular, educational advancement. Of note, Stanley and Kearney conclude that similar phenomena were observed in New Zealand two decades earlier. In addition to gathering further evidence in the domestic context, this presumably means there are lessons that can be learned from across the Tasman as to how to better support and improve outcomes for second generation Samoans in Australia.
The article by Mahoney and Siyambalapitiya presents the results of a literature review on community-based programs that facilitate the social inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers in Australia. In acknowledging the review's limitations, and emerging evidence base for such programs, the paper identifies some key considerations associated with more effective community-based interventions. The four factors identified will hopefully inform future program development in this area. However, as noted by Mahoney and Siyambalapitiya, we need more rigorous program evaluation data to inform the ongoing development and continuous improvement of community-based programs that seek to promote the social inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers in Australia.
In the final article of this edition, McIntyre, Townsend and Cullen discuss the key components of an evidence-based protocol (Guddi) for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with neurocognitive disabilities and who are homeless or at risk of homelessness. Indeed, the identification of a culturally safe and inclusive practice framework to more effectively respond to the diverse and complex needs of this population, provides a valuable contribution to the literature. As does the identification of where further research is required to inform the continuous improvement of service responses, and ultimately, increase outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples with disabilities who are at increased risk of homelessness.
As we end another year and reflect on key events and changes, we can be certain that more change is inevitable. Nevertheless, and despite some recent gains, it is hard to be as confident that these changes will represents diverse interests and differences in power and privilege without considerable concerted effort. We are ideally positioned however, to influence whose voices are heard in the associated debates, and to ensure decision-making reflects the perspectives of those most affected, the available evidence and practice wisdom. To this end, the Journal of Social Inclusion will be transitioning to a new publishing platform in 2018, and we trust this will enable other contributions, voices and ways of knowing to be shared and valued in the future. We sincerely thank all of our contributors and reviewers for your support and look forward to furthering our exploration of social inclusion issues with you in the new year.
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